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I was surprised when one of my colleagues asked me the above
question out of the blue, “What is the most important thing in
your life?” He had recently read an excellent and thought-
provoking editorial in the Annals of Internal Medicine, entitled
“The time of the three dynasties: Reflections on imbalance in
the practice of medicine” (1). The tone of the editorial was that
medicine is a jealous mistress and may wreak havoc on
relationships with spouse and children. It does seem true that
physicians as a group are very driven regarding the time spent
in their profession. Even though we may profess otherwise and
state that our family is our most important priority, we rarely
demonstrate that with our allocation of time.
As I have examined my own behavior, I plead guilty to all of
the above. I wonder, as do others, why it is so difficult for us to
step back from what we are doing and reassess our priorities in
life. We are often so caught up in the “thick of thin things,”
that we rarely recognize what is most important.
As physicians, we frequently tell our patients not to work
too hard, and yet we are hypocritical with our own behavior.
Frequently, we “tough it out” because we learned this in
medical school and housestaff training and from our senior
role models. These feelings frequently carry over to our own
health, when we refuse to let a little “head cold” or “touch of
the flu” keep us from our 60- to 80-hour workweek. We are
also conditioned by our “beeper” mentality, which allows for
interruption of any activity any time, day or night. If these
beeper interruptions occur during family activities, the clear
message is that the family’s importance is subordinate to our
work.
The phrase, “Physician, heal thyself” is certainly appropri-
ate and necessary if we are ever to improve our perspective in
this regard. Since we are born problem solvers, it should be
easy for us to change our behavior. Right? First, we decide
what are the most important things in our life and then
reorganize our time priorities accordingly. If only it was that
simple. Although my profession is incredibly important to me,
my family and religion rank higher. And yet I still haven’t
solved the time priority issue.
From my own experience and that of some friends, the
following at least represent some positive steps:
1. Identify one night per week for family only activities. In our
case, that has been Monday night.
2. Take your spouse to a medical meeting. Yes, you may
attend less of the meeting, but it can be quality time
together.
3. Take a child to a meeting. The “one on one” time together
is invaluable.
4. Take your family to church to keep your spiritual side alive.
5. Take several “minivacations” throughout the year rather
than one vacation.
6. Schedule free time for birthdays, children’s athletic events,
recitals, family gatherings, etc. Let patients and colleagues
know how important these times are to you. Be there when
it’s important.
7. Respect and support your colleagues as they try to do all of
the above as well.
What is the most important thing in your life? Remember,
no one ever lies on their deathbed wishing they had spent more
time at the office.
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